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Transitioning from a Special to an Academic Library
Linda Miles
Transitioning successfully from one library context to another is about more
than getting the job and landing on your feet; it is above all about finding a
way to thrive in a new situation.1 The story of my own transformation begins
at the library of Lincoln Center Institute (LCI) for the Arts in Education, now
Lincoln Center Education (LCE). The library held more than ten thousand
physical items plus a modest electronic library of subscription materials. We
collected in the areas of educational theory, arts education, the arts, and
juvenile literature, and we served the arts education administrators, teaching
artists, K–12 educators, and professors of teacher education associated with
the organization.
Like so many other industries, arts education took an economic hit in the
years following 9/11 and again after the economic downturn of 2008. In
2011, the LCI library closed as part of an effort to form a leaner organization.
I was laid off along with the director of the resource center. I had begun my
tenure at LCI as a library assistant in 2000 and worked my way up to assist-
ant director, with day-to-day oversight of the library. With multiple advanced
degrees plus eleven years of library experience, I was well positioned to
transition to an academic librarian position. After eight months on the mar-
ket, I began working as a public services librarian at Yeshiva University
(YU), a private four-year institution in Manhattan.
I had thrived during my years at LCI. I respected, and was respected by,
my colleagues across the organization. I was able to apply intelligence and
creativity to diverse new challenges as well as core practices of librarianship.
I had opportunities to advance within the organization, and I was privileged
to be able to give 110 percent to a mission for which I felt an unwavering
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commitment. It is a tall order, but this same level of engagement and reward
was what I was looking for as I transitioned to the academic library world.
Well, I got my happy ending. I landed the job, transitioned to a new
context, and I have come to thrive in that new world. Although I was quite
anxious during the jobless months, my transition was relatively easy, particu-
larly because I understood the differences between the two library contexts,
received some excellent job-seeking advice specific to academia, and
thought strategically about navigating expectations in my new position.
BRAVE NEW WORLD
There are many similarities between my former special library context and
the academic world in which I now practice. A significant amount of atten-
tion in both arenas is paid to careful negotiation of relationships across the
library and across the institution. There are alliances to build and political
nuances to negotiate.2 There is an emphasis on marketing the value of the
library to the larger organization. As a key player in cross-departmental
initiatives at LCI (teaching artist training, for example) I was “embedded” in
the educational processes of the organization.
The most significant change between these two contexts is in the orienta-
tion of the librarian toward users’ information seeking. Often, the goal of the
special librarian is to anticipate user needs so that new resources are ac-
quired, excerpted, curated, and delivered by librarians to address known user
needs, even before a request is made.3 Academic librarians, on the other
hand, continually balance a desire to efficiently meet the needs of users with
a commitment to teaching others how to effectively navigate the twenty-first-
century universe of information for themselves.4 Some special librarians
articulate a need to position themselves as those experts who can do what no
one else in the organization can do,5 while the academic orientation suggests
that we teach everyone to be able to do this work—in some cases, to do it
even better than we do it ourselves.
The organizational structures within which special libraries are situated
are often highly hierarchical. In the collaborative ethos of academia, all per-
spectives are solicited and debated in service of consensus decision making.
This may frustrate librarians used to an environment “where the hierarchical
structure identifies those in a position to make a quick decision.”6 The pace
of the implementation of new practices in academia can seem glacial. In
many academic institutions, librarians are granted faculty status and are di-
rectly represented along with classroom faculty on the faculty senate or other
education policy–focused bodies. At YU, librarians do not have faculty status
and so do not have access to power in the same way, but there is still a
marked difference in the philosophy governing how I do my job—and how I
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practice my profession. This difference is felt most keenly in the discretion I
am afforded to address the responsibilities of my position as I see fit. Where-
as at LCI initiatives were prioritized on my behalf by my director at the
behest of the organization’s executive director, at YU I am empowered to
develop my own ideas for initiatives that I would like to take on; then I work
with my supervisor and the director of libraries to determine whether, when,
and how to begin the work. It is a great model for “managing up” or “manag-
ing from the middle.” Some academic librarians, newly transferred from the
corporate sphere, have “reveled” in the sense of increased autonomy in their
new situation.7
Much has been written about the “silos” of higher education,8 whereby
organizational units of the institution are largely uninvolved in, and even
unaware of, the efforts taken on elsewhere on campus. In some cases, the
library cuts across these silos. YU’s administrative leaders have only recently
focused on merging some undergraduate academic departments across two
campuses, but the YU Libraries have spanned those campuses historically.
The silos around us still impact our work, however. At LCI, communication
across the organization was recognized as vital to everyone’s productivity.
At YU, there is sometimes a sense of working in a vacuum, without an
understanding of what others in the institution may be striving to accomplish.
Since we share common objectives for our students, there is a danger of
duplicating efforts or working at cross-purposes. As twenty-first-century aca-
demia evolves, some of these divisions are breaking down,9 and their impact
may vary by institution. It is important to deliberately develop an ever-
expanding network of relationships, in my case beginning with curriculum-
focused discussions that I scheduled with classroom faculty.
Those working in public services will find themselves providing much
more instruction10 and may end up focusing less time and effort on reference
work.11 Academic librarians not in public service positions may also be
expected to take on instructional duties. In most cases, new academic librar-
ians will take on the role of generalist in these public service roles. Susan
Klopper talks about feeling like a brand-new reference librarian again as she
began to field questions outside of her specialized area of expertise.12 My
own academic background is in the performing arts, and in the LCI library I
developed knowledge in education and visual arts as well. YU is a relatively
small academic library with subject specialists only in Hebraica-Judaica
studies. There I provide resources, teach, and address reference questions in
most disciplines.
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GETTING YOUR FOOT IN THE DOOR
As a job candidate, you can demonstrate your commitment to making a
transition to academic libraries not only by articulating a rationale for why
you want to make a change, which you absolutely must do, but also by
making it clear that you have “done your research.” Familiarize yourself with
the state of the academic librarianship profession. For instance, you might
locate and review the academic librarianship’s official policy documents,
standards, guidelines, and related materials.13 College & Research Library
News is one of the primary publications for academic librarians. The Ubiqui-
tous Librarian blog, penned by Brian Mathews for the Chronicle of Higher
Education, provides timely information about innovations in academic li-
brary practice. It is also vital to develop an understanding of the evolving
state of higher education. For news and trends, my go-to sources include the
Academe Today, Wired Campus, Afternoon Update, and Weekly Briefing e-
mail newsletters, also from the Chronicle. Inside Higher Ed and
EDUCAUSE, the latter a technology-focused, higher education–related non-
profit, round out my current awareness routine.
Early in my career I discovered the value of involvement in various
associations that support practicing librarians. I ramped up this activity dur-
ing my eight-month job-seeking period, joining a committee of the local
chapter of the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL/NY), as
well as two committees of the national Theatre Library Association. I have
since become more deeply involved in ACRL/NY, having served as vice
president and currently as president. I also serve as co-convener of a special
interest group of the regional consortial organization Metropolitan New York
Library Council (METRO). As a result, I have developed lifelong collegial
relationships and a unique public professional persona, which has contrib-
uted to my suitability for academic librarian positions.
Another way to demonstrate commitment to your transition is to get some
training or other type of orientation to academic libraries.14 Due to concerns
about fair labor practices, many libraries will not take on unpaid interns who
are not current students, but I was able to tap into local networks to set up
“informational interviews” with several librarians in a variety of academic
institutions. These are opportunities to meet face-to-face or virtually with
working professionals to discuss the nature of their work and the operational
structures of specific academic libraries. You may find that you need to
assure these individuals that you are not trying to get them to give you a job
in order for them to feel comfortable with this practice, but the insight gained
is well worth extra effort in arranging these meetings. I was also able to
obtain part-time employment as an evening librarian at a local college, sup-
plementing my experience with at least one academic library credit.
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While I had transitioned to part-time adjuncting, I spent the equivalent of
a full-time job looking for an academic librarian position. Websites like
Hiring Librarians, Library Career People, and Vitae are great places to learn
about typical library and academic hiring practices. I perused the job notices
every day, making use of online sites like INALJ (I Need a Library Job),
LibGig, Inside Higher Ed’s career page, the Chronicle of Higher Education’s
website, and Indeed, as well as local listing services for libraries and for
academia. In some cases, these systems allow you to set up e-mail alerts
based on specific keywords. In fact, although within days the notice for my
eventual YU position appeared in several of these venues, I first noticed it in
an e-mail alert that I had set up for “librarian” and “New York” on Indeed.
Prospective employers also may recruit at regional or national conferences,
either informally or through recruitment centers.15 Susanne Markgren and
Tiffany Allen provide an excellent description of best practices for the librar-
ian’s job hunt,16 and Anna Gold’s description of the salary negotiation pro-
cess is also very helpful.17
The concept of transferrable skills will be very important to your efforts
to attract potential employers or recruiters.18 There are many functions that
are generically similar in different types of libraries, even if the particulars
are very different.19 For instance, service to users is at the heart of every
library mission. You should not expect search committee members to simply
get how you’ll fit into their operations by perusing a simple list of your
special library qualifications.20 “I am often more impressed by someone who
can sell how well they fit in a position when, on the surface, they may not
have relevant experience,” writes Laurie Phillips of Loyola University in
New Orleans. “It’s all about selling your transferable skills and understand-
ing the environment.”21 Fortunately, by the time I found myself out of work,
I had more than eleven years of experience, with increasing levels of respon-
sibility, in a library that shared some key characteristics with academic li-
braries, particularly in relation to collection development policies and educa-
tional mission.
You will also need to develop a curriculum vitae, or CV, the academic
equivalent of a résumé.22 The cover letter you write to apply for a specific
job will provide you an opportunity to activate your transferable skills by
drawing connections to the qualifications articulated in a specific job descrip-
tion. Anecdotally, I had heard from librarians in my network that search
committee members at some institutions begin the screening process by re-
viewing the cover letter, while others never look at it, focusing only on the
experience described in the CV. My strategy was to use the initial section of
the CV, as well as the cover letter, to demonstrate how my transferable skills
qualified me for a particular position.23 You should also be ready to address
questions about your transferable skills in interviews.24
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In many academic institutions, particularly those where librarians are
considered tenure-track or tenured faculty, there is an expectation that all
librarians will have the second master’s, meaning a master’s degree beyond
the ALA-accredited MLS or equivalent. It is common for this requirement to
show up in the list of minimum qualifications in the job advertisement, and
this can be discouraging for some special librarians looking to make the leap.
However, certain hiring institutions are willing to support librarians’ efforts
to complete this requirement posthiring with tuition remission and/or some
release time. This benefit is less available when the ratio of candidates to
vacancies is very large, but it may still be worth submitting an application
without this qualification. Librarians in this situation should prepare them-
selves to address this shortcoming in application materials and during the
interview. Think about a specific discipline that is of interest to you, perhaps
related to your undergraduate degree, perhaps a library and information ser-
vices (LIS) field, or a field related to the liaison responsibilities of a specific
job opening. Do your research and prepare to demonstrate your motivation to
address this requirement.
FIRST DAYS, FIRST WEEKS, FIRST MONTHS, FIRST YEARS
Expectations for new academic librarians vary greatly from institution to
institution, but research and publication, professional development, and a
mindfully crafted professional practice can each play significant roles during
the first days, weeks, months, and years in your new position. This initial
period will seem like a whirlwind of learning how things work operationally
and getting a sense of the working climate and day-to-day relationships with
colleagues. “Be a ‘sponge’ during your first while on the new job.”25 Keep-
ing in mind the stated or apparent mission of the institution and the library
can help provide an anchor as you begin to navigate the expectations that
surround you.
If you are a newly hired tenure-track faculty member, you may find
yourself immediately thrust into a process involving meetings with mentors,
support groups, and so forth.26 Tenure requirements vary significantly by
institution, and the process might be a well-marked, well-paved thorough-
fare, or you could find yourself without obvious direction. Even those who
are not in tenure-track positions may have a personal interest in contributing
to LIS scholarship. The areas of librarianship that you choose for your initial
research and publication efforts can set an agenda that will serve you well
throughout your career, even beyond tenure. Strongly felt interest in a topic
that fits into a perceived gap in the literature can help you sustain motivation
and secure publication interest.27 Remember that special librarians also as-
sess their practice and share their experiences. In some ways, it is a simple
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adaptation of past practice to add peer review and publication to the pro-
cess.28
Academic library professionals are often expected to network with and
learn from other academic librarians, formally and informally.29 Professional
development offerings run the gamut from online webinars to intensive,
multiday immersive trainings and are typically offered through national, re-
gional, or local professional organizations. Regular professional develop-
ment can be very satisfying and also increases others’ professional estimation
of you. I have gained much insight and developed a confident, professional
voice through participation in workshops, conferences, and symposia;
through organized discussion groups or special interest groups; and via tak-
ing on increasing responsibilities in professional associations.
Developing a distinct identity as an academic library professional in-
volves distinguishing yourself in service to library, institution, and profes-
sion.30 You can diversify your network and bridge academic silos by serving
on committees and task groups with colleagues from across the library or
across the institution. You may be encouraged to contribute to local, region-
al, or national professional organizations. As Gold points out, “There are
always more chances to demonstrate leadership and the ability to work with
others than there are librarians to go around.”31 In some cases, you may not
be granted the discretion to select among these opportunities; this may be
determined by your supervisor or your director. Another of the foundations
of my identity as an academic librarian is the ability to determine the direc-
tion of my own professional practice and the foci of my research and publica-
tion efforts.
GETTING TO GREAT: THRIVING
I am fortunate to have experienced a special library situation with respon-
sibilities that varied greatly, and the areas of work represented in my current
position are just as diverse. A forward-thinking orientation layered over a
strong sense of the library’s mission helps me recognize meaningful opportu-
nities for new and challenging work, from which I am empowered to select.
Working toward a level of expertise in each area and experiencing the re-
wards of success and growth contribute to my sense of professional well-
being. Just as I have been mentored during my career—especially during the
months of my job search—I enjoy sharing knowledge and expertise, formally
and informally. I actively seek ongoing learning and professional develop-
ment experiences. I maintain current awareness of trends and innovations in
academic libraries and higher education, providing a realistic framework for
my developing professional practice. A wide network of relationships and
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collaborations across the library, across campus, and across the profession
help sustain my commitment to the work I do.
It is difficult to define exactly what it means to thrive in an academic
library since administrative structures and individual strengths and interests
are highly dynamic variables. The library director, in particular, often sets the
big-picture agenda for the organization, even if individuals are given leeway
in carrying out their responsibilities. If you are considering a transition to
academic librarianship, I advise you to learn as much as you can about
academia, academic libraries, and the specific institution to which you are
applying. Once you have landed on your feet, take a step back from the day-
to-day to consider what strategies will help foster—for you—a sense of
professional well-being.
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